Tackling Assessments

Section 1
Tackling Assessments
This is the area which tends to worry most students, but by applying common sense and
preparing properly good results can be achieved. The key to undertaking assessments is to read
the question properly and ensure that you are answering it. How do you go about this? The
first thing to do is to highlight/underline the key words. Take the following question and decide
which words you would consider to be the key words –

Evaluate the factors which affect supply of and
“
demand for bread.”
Key Words are:
You will probably have selected the following:

Evaluate

supply

demand

bread

The key word here is “Evaluate” which means that you have to estimate the impact of the
factors, ie state how much they affect supply and demand.
It’s worth making a plan of what you intend to say – for instance, listing the factors which you
think would affect demand and supply of bread. You would then take each factor affecting
supply in turn and discuss how much it would affect supply. Then do likewise with the
demand factors. Once you have drafted your answer, you should ask yourself whether you
have answered everything asked. If you think so, it is good practice to end with a conclusion,
summarising what you found.
For some assessments you first need to undertake some research and you would apply the
same technique, examining the question to be certain what information you need to obtain
before proceeding with your research.
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Glossary
The following is a glossary of common terms used in assessment questions, which you may find
useful:
Account - You are often asked to “Give and account of …..” and this means that you need to give
a clear statement of the facts about a particular issue or episode.
Account for – If a question asks you to do this, you should concentrate on the reasons which
lie behind an event, situation or development. It can be useful to put the question to yourself
in a more direct form eg “Account for a renewed interest in nuclear generated power” directly
translates as “Why has there been a renewed interest in nuclear power?”
Analyse – This is more than a description to describe. It states a requirement for close
examination of reasons for an event eg “analyse the factors which have contributed to the
movement for women’s equality”. More simply put - Which factors made it happen and to what
extent did they contribute? To analyse is to break down into smaller, component parts – ie
examine each factor/cause and to grade factors in terms of relative importance.
Appreciation - In everyday speech this has come to mean noticing only the good points of
something or somebody. Similarly “criticise” has come to mean notice only the bad points. In
study and exam terms the 2 words mean the same. Either means that you are to give your
considered judgement on a topic - good and bad points eg “Write an appreciation of the work of
the 1945 Labour Government” would mean discuss the good and bad points.
Assess - Like ‘estimate’ and ‘evaluate’ this asks you to turn your attention to the relative
importance or value of issues under consideration eg “Assess the importance of electronic
developments in the modern office” means estimate the value of it.
Characteristics - Characteristics are what is typical of a subject or issue. This type of question
would ask you to describe in order to show how certain features are typical eg “What are the
characteristics of Perfect Competition” - in other words, how would you describe a market which
is “Perfect Competition”.
Comment - This is a completely open-ended instruction which invites you to perform a number
of possible tasks including assessment, criticism or consideration or all 3. “Comment on the
view that Japanese industry was originally imitative” means - Do you think that this statement
is true - if so, back it up with reasons and if not, likewise, back it up with reasons.
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Glossary
Compare/Contrast - Both instructions involve placing different sets of facts, opinions or
information side by side. To be precise “compare” should ask you to find similarities whilst
“contrast” demands points of difference. Increasingly, the word “compare” is being used to
refer to finding dissimilarities as well as likenesses. “Contrast” always requires a discussion of
differences.
Consider - This is another open-ended instruction. It could be taken to mean “think and write
about”. For example, “Consider the role of the secretary in the work of management” could be
taken to mean what is the role, and how does it contribute? - or it could be taken to mean that
you are to write about how the role has changed and moved closer to management.
Criticise/Criticism/Critical - To the average person, the terms tend to be used in a negative,
fault-finding way but criticism involves an objective examination of a topic in order to find
merits as well as faults. “Examine critically the arguments for a return to capital punishments”
would require you to come up with the pros and cons of doing this.
Define/Definition - A definition requires you to explain what something is and your
explanation will always be better if you can include examples of what you mean. For example,
“Define what is meant by Current Assets”. You could answer this by giving a brief explanation of
what Current Assets are, but your answer will be much clearer if you add on “for example, items
such as Stock or Bank, which change in value on a daily basis”.
Demonstrate - This means “show”. For example “Demonstrate how the government tried to
combat inflation in the late 1970s” would mean describe what they did to deal with inflation.
Describe - This requires you to give a description of a person/situation/item and you must
concentrate on making your description as accurate as possible, without giving a lot of irrelevant
detail.
Discuss - In a discussion, you need to make points for and against a situation. As in a debate,
you give one view and then another, perhaps putting forward the good points and then the
drawbacks. You should always ensure when answering this type of question that you have
evidence or opinions for and against the point of view. Once both points of view have been put
forward it is good to sum up with a conclusion.
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Estimate - This instruction does not mean “have a wild guess”. It means you need to decide
the value or impact of something or somebody eg “Estimate the significance of spreadsheets in
modern business forward planning”. This would require you to decide how much spreadsheets
contribute to business forward planning.
Evaluate - This is similar to “estimate” and requires you to consider good and bad points of a
person/situation/topic eg “Evaluate the impact of E-mail on the paperless office” - this would
require you to write about how much E-mail has contributed towards the paperless office - a lot
or not much - you have to back up your opinion.
Examine - This requires a thoughtful, searching enquiry into a topic or point of view. It means
you must describe causes and effects, reasons and explanations as well as analysing the
information. For example “Examine the factors that influence the government’s attitude to the
environment” - this would require you to come up with the factors which influence government
attitude and explain why they affect government attitude.
How far/to what extent - This instruction requires careful planning of your answer. Usually
the question demands breaking facts/events down into separate parts and then evaluating the
significance of each - great or little. “To what extent is Scotland’s growing demand for home
rule a result of the discovery of North Sea oil?” In other words you have to consider the reasons
why there is a growing demand for home rule, and then consider how significant the North Sea
oil factor is compared to the other factors.
How true/important - This means “discuss”. Usually you will examine one side of an
argument/issue and then look at another viewpoint. “How true is it to claim that wage rises
are the biggest influence on inflation”, for example, would require you to consider all the factors
which cause inflation, and then decide how significant a factor wage rises is.
Illustrate - This is another word for “Describe” or “Show”. The answer will be concerned with
giving examples. For example, “Illustrate the main causes of the Industrial Revolution in Britain
in the eighteenth century” would require you to describe the causes and how they brought
about the industrial revolution.
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In what way/ways - This instruction requires you to itemise a number of points and show
the differences. For example “In what way does a Training Agency scheme primarily attract an
employer to consider someone for potential permanent employment?” - requires you to list and
describe the ways in which a TA scheme would attract employers.
Justify - This instruction requires you to list points which agree with an assertion which is
made. You are not required to discuss the opposite point of view. For example “Justify the long
term advantages of replacing workers by robot technology in manufacturing industry” requires
you to give the advantages, but not the drawbacks.
Outline - This instruction asks you to concentrate on essential points of the topic and deal
with each point briefly and concisely. For example “Outline the important features of a letter of
apology” means that you must list and briefly describe the important features.
Significance - This asks you to consider how much a factor contributed to a situation eg
“Discuss the significance of birth control in the emancipation of women” requires you to look at
the factors which resulted in emancipation and then decide how significant birth control was in
relation to other factors.
Summarise - This asks for a very brief description or explanation, concentrating on main points.
For example “Summarise the traditional arguments used to justify blood sports” - means that
you are to briefly list and describe these arguments.
Trace - This asks you to follow the growth and development or process. It is best tackled
chronologically ie in order of occurrence starting with the origin. “Trace the growth of new
technology in newspaper production over the past 10 years” - would require you to describe
how newspapers were first produced, and then what changes took place in production methods
over time.
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Section 2
Report Writing
In addition to essay-writing, report writing is often used as a means of assessment. Reports
can be based on numerous things - a meeting, to describe a field trip or work experience.
There are 3 broad categories of report as follows:

The Investigative Report
eg a report on wildlife in dune habitats. Such a report is researched and written in response to a
request to look into a certain matter so that a decision can be made. It could be that a particular
product is bought as a result of the report, or a change in procedures put into practice.

The Progress Report
eg a report on the progress of the runway extension. This is usually written in response to a
request to update information in an area that has already been the subject of a report. The
report may conclude that matters are progressing satisfactorily or not.

The Personal Report
eg a report on safety hazards in a machine shop. This report is usually the smallest of the
3 types and is usually written in response to a request for information regarding an area of
concern or an incident eg a report on an accident at work.

Hints On Report Writing
Thorough preparation is the key to a good report. Once you have gathered your information
you are ready to start planning. Prior to producing your report, you should make a plan showing
which sections you intend to have, their titles, and the order in which you plan to present them.
Reports can be made more meaningful and interesting if charts/graphs are included where
appropriate. If, for example, you are preparing a report on the incidence of accidents at work, a
graph showing the trend (upward/downward) over a period of time would be advantageous.
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How To Lay Out A Report
Reports are given titles and a short introduction to the subject or item under investigation.
Brief reference is made to the original instructions eg “In response to your request that I
investigate the need for upgrading PC equipment, the following are my findings”.
Each section in the report is numbered.
Any items listed in the report are numbered or lettered.
Headings and subheadings are always used in the body of the report.
Care is taken to present the material in a logical and clear order. This may be chronological
or based on level of importance.
List all conclusions/recommendations
Write the report in an impersonal form (ie in the third person). ‘Mrs Brown was run over by
a neighbour’s car’ (impersonal) is better than ‘I saw Mrs Brown run over by her neighbour’s
car’ (personal).
A neutral and professional tone is adopted in the writing. Feelings/prejudices/emotions
should not show.
The report should be signed and dated for future reference.
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Illustration of report:
Report On Financial Health Of Company
To:
Date:

Managing Director
25 September 2004

Terms Of Reference
As requested I have carried out an investigation into the financial health of the company, making
use of ratio calculations in the following broad areas: Liquidity, Profitability and Efficiency, using
figures from the financial accounts over the last 3 years and here are my findings.

(Body)
Liquidity
Using the Current and Acid Test ratios I discovered that there is reason for concern regarding
the company’s liquidity.
and so on using appropriate headings until the end of the body

Conclusion
I would recommend that the company take the following steps to make improvements in the
financial efficiency of the organisation:

Liquidity
Stock levels must be reduced and an effective stock control system introduced right away
A credit control system must be introduced to allow late payers to be chased up for
payment. At present this is adversely affecting liquidity.

Profitability
There is a downward trend in both gross and net profit. This can to some extent be
attributed to the excessive rise in expenses. This must be investigated right away.

Efficiency
Sales generated by assets is falling. This may be due to fixed assets requiring urgent
replacement as the Production Manager has reported regular breakdowns, which reduce
output.

Tackling Assessments
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Section 3
Referencing Your Work
When you are preparing and essay/report and have to refer to other people's work it is important
you acknowledge the sources from which you obtained ideas/information. This is in order to
give credit to the author and also to show what you based your research on for the benefit of
the marker.
A bibliography is an alphabetical list of works, arranged by author, covering a particular topic.
The bibliography may be annotated which means that it includes a short summary of the
contents of each item listed. It may also be a list of works which you have used as a source of
information, but have not referred to in the body of your text.
The process of citing references is made up of 2 interrelated parts:
Citing - this is the way a writer refers from the text to the sources used (ie the references)
Referencing - the process of giving a clear and consistent description of each article or book (or any
other publication used)

A popular citation/reference system is the Harvard System which is favoured by universities. If
you opt for this system and later go to university you will be familiar with it and able to apply it
on your degree course.

Harvard System Citation Method
Cited publications are referred to in the text by giving the author's name and year of publication,
in either of the forms shown below:
In a recent study Smith (2001) argued that

or

In a recent study (Smith 2001) it was argued that ....

The full references are listed at the end of your text, arranged in alphabetical order according
to author's name. For publications by 2 authors, both names are given eg "In a recent study
(Smith and Jones 1986) it was argued that ...". For more than 2 authors, the surname of the first
followed by "et al" is used eg (Reynolds et al 2001).
Anonymous works may be shown by "Anon" in place of the author's name eg In a recent study
(Anon 2001) it was argued that ...
If you are citing more than one work by the same author published in the same year, add
letters after the dates eg Miller (2001a) and Miller (2001b).
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If more than one part of a document is being referred to at different points, or if you are
giving an exact quotation from a work, you should identify the page numbers eg Gates (2000,
p33). This means that people reading your work can then find the full details of the item you
have cited by going to the alphabetical list of references you have provided at the end of your
text.

Second-Hand References
Where possible, quote from original sources but occasionally you may wish to quote a piece of
work that you have not read but which has been referred to in something you have read. This is
called secondary referencing as you have not read the original piece of work and are relying
on the author you are reading to give a fair reflection of the contents of the original work.
If you refer to this work in your text, you must make it clear that you have not read the original
but are referring to it from a secondary source. Use the term "cited in" followed by the
reference for the work in which it is quoted. Here is an example of how you would show it in
your work:
Reading professional literature can be seen as a means of continued learning for nurses (Doyle
1933, cited in Gossner et al 1990).

Quotations
Direct quotations from another author must have quotation marks at the start and finish of the
quoted passage. If it is only a few words the passage may be inserted in the appropriate place
in the text "motivation cannot be learned ...." (Maslow 1956). The use of .... indicates that you
have missed out some words from the quote.
If the quoted passage amounts to a couple of lines or a small paragraph it should be indented as
shown below:

The abbot Gregor Mendel was a particularly brilliant
“
man. He is often portrayed as a genial old monk ...

In reality, Mendel was probably the first
mathematical biologist.
(Jenkins 1998, p18)

”
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Listing References At The End Of The Text
Bibliographical references to identify publications referred to must be listed at the end of your
text. When the name of the author cannot be determined, the book should be listed by title (in
alphabetical sequence). When listing your sources, entries are listed alphabetically by author’s
name and then by date, then title of the work and name of publisher, as follows in the example
below. When doing this yourself omit the headings:
Author & Year

Title

Publisher

Butler, A (1983)

Social Work and Mental Illness

London: Macmillan

Jones, L J (1994)

Social Context of health and health work

London: Macmillan

Lipsky, M (1986)

Protest as a Political Resource

American Political Science
Review, 62, p114-6

Example Of Referencing Various Types Of Publication
Books
Include the following. Use the book’s title page to find most of this information.
Name of author or editor. Give surname followed by first name or initials. If there are more
than 3 authors give the first author’s names followed by “et al”. Authors’ names should
be given in the order in which they appear on the title. If a work has an editor (ed) should
appear after the name.
Date of publication. This information can usually be found on the reverse of the title page.
The date should refer to the publication date of the edition you used, not the first date of
publication (where this is different).
Edition. The edition should be given if the book has more than one edition published.
Place of publication/Publisher. If several places are mentioned use the first named British
one. Otherwise use the city named.
Pagination. Page numbers should be given if several references are made to different parts
of the same work, or where there is a direct quote from the text.
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Journal Articles
References to journal articles should contain the following information:
Author/s of article - surname followed by first name/initials. If more than 3 authors, use
“et al”.
Date
Title of article
Title of Journal. Journal titles should be highlighted (in bold, italics or underlined) and
should not be abbreviated.
Volume and Part Number (part number may not be available for some journals if the page
numbers run consecutively throughout the year).
Pagination - eg

Manning, E C, Machen T E (1988) Effect of bicarbonate and pH on chloride transport by gastric
mucosa. American Journal of Physiology, Vol 243 (3), pp 60-68

Pages from the World Wide Web
Quote:
Author (if available)
Year
Title (highlighted)
Available at: Give the URL of the page
Date visited: (in square brackets) As online material is continually updated the material
you refer to may have undergone change since you cited it. Therefore the date that you
accessed the material must be inlcuded in the reference list.

Plagiarism
Plagiarism means extracting word for word information from a source (book, internet etc) and
presenting it as your own work. This is not only illegal but it can result in your failing a unit
or your course. Please ensure when referring to information sources that you either
quote it, acknowledging the source, or put the information into your own words.
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Section 4
Handling Projects, Revision And Exams
The 3 most common methods of assessing/testing are:
continuous assessment of work done throughout the course
one or more projects completed during the course
an examination

Continuous Assessment
If you keep good notes and try to augment them with regular additional reading on the subject,
you should have nothing to fear. The important thing is to read over your notes at the end of
each day so that you can consolidate your learning whilst it is fresh in your mind. Where you
are required to memorise facts for an assessment, you can use one of the techniques described
earlier in “How to Study” - by selecting the most appropriate method for you.

Projects
Anything is capable of being tested by the setting of a project. A subject or topic may require
practical or hypothetical demonstration of your understanding of work covered in class. Projects
always require a reasonable amount of research and a good standard of presentation. Preparing
projects need not be daunting as they can be broken down into manageable parts, which can
then be researched (using methods described earlier). The starting points would be to consider
- What to research, Where to research, How to research in order to collect your data.

Points To Consider:
The project demands illustration of theory that has already been dealt with in class
The project, rather like a report, is presented in a structured and concise manner
Apart from the content/findings, the method of your investigation and presentation is
awarded marks
A variety of techniques appropriate to the facts or points being investigated should be
adopted
Preparation should be made carefully and in good time before the actual creation of the
project
A bibliography should always be included with your project listing sources of information
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Alternatives To The Written Word:
Most reports/projects benefit from the use of a variety of methods of presentation. In addition
to the written word, you might consider a mixture of:
diagrams/graphs
photographs (originals or scanned copies)
tape recordings
drawings
models

When are alternatives to the written word appropriate? When they are superior in getting facts/
information across. For example, a report which traces the decline in demand for a particular
commodity can be made more meaningful if it illustrates figures in the form of a bar chart/line
graph etc.

Examinations
There are 2 important periods associated with examinations. The lead-up to the exam is
important as it is the last chance you have to ensure you understand and remember the
necessary facts. When you are actually in the examination room, then the second phase of
coping successfully with the exam becomes relevant.

Revision And Preparation:
The success which results from time spent revising is not necessarily related to the number of
hours spent. In other words some methods of revision are more effective than others. If you
have already successfully completed a course of study you will already know what works for
you. Earlier sections covered Where, When and How to Study and this should have helped you
find your best environment/techniques. This will help you to deal with the necessary revision
before undertaking exams.
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When Is It Best To Start Revising?
Last minute revision is dangerous as
it can result in panic
an intensive last minute revision campaign can leave you mentally washed out by the time
of the exam
if you are studying a number of subjects the limited revision time could cause a conflict of
‘time rationing’

In some ways, you are unofficially revising as soon as the course starts. Arranging and editing
your notes at any stage of the course is part of the revision process. There will still be a
period at some point before the examination date when you will be consciously making your
preparations to revise. You know how much work the course has entailed and if you are honest
with yourself you can mentally estimate time required for revision.

First Stages Of Revision
Start slowly! Set yourself simple tasks like working out a rough programme of what has to be
covered. Look broadly at your course and different topics covered. Make an outline of the main
topics and start reading up on an area which has caused you no problems. This will give you the
confidence and motivation to come back to your revision.

Plan Your Time
No task looks so daunting once you have broken it down into smaller parts. Avoid a haphazard
approach to reading your notes. Try making a timetable in which different areas of revision
appear in a sensible and realistic order. When planning your revision time, take account of your
other commitments and set realistic targets.
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Class Representatives
Share Your Revision Problem
If problems arise, don’t keep them to yourself. Talk it over with the lecturer or your parent or
partner. It can also be useful to discuss problems with fellow students as you won’t be the only
person having difficulties! It can be useful to consider forming a “study group” as students can
offer each other help in revising. Giving a clear explanation of a topic to a fellow student is a
good way to be sure that you understand the topic yourself.

More Detailed Planning
If possible, you should try to look at past examination papers and get practice at tackling the
questions. Refer to the glossary of terms to ensure that you are approaching the questions
correctly. Plan an outline of your answer to each question. For revision this is adequate and
makes more effective use of your time.

Exam Technique:
After all your preparation it still remains to get yourself into the exam room in the best frame of
mind so that you perform well. No matter how good your preparation or effective your revision
you may feel yourself under stress or pressure. To eliminate some possible sources of stress
ensure that you do the following:
Check the exam timetable carefully - make sure you know where and when the exam takes
place. Don’t take anyone else’s word for it. Check for yourself and take a careful note.
Check what materials you may be required to take. Double up on items that may let you
down eg calculators, pens, etc
Unless you are familiar with where the exam is to take place, check the route and means of
transport you will use.
Check whether your exam is in the morning or afternoon of the day/s in question.

The Last Few Days:
You may find that you are full of nervous irritability. If you remember that you have done your
best you can consider this energy as nervous ‘vitality’ which can be channelled into a final burst
of revision. This is not the time to be learning material for the first time but using pre-exam
energy to check topics that you have already revised can be beneficial.
Some people benefit from “winding down” in the final day or so (but not before then). It may be
that you will avoid stress if you avoid thinking too much about the approaching exam. In this
case, switch off and relax - perhaps go for a walk.
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Coping With Stress:
Some stress is normal and even healthy. A degree of stress can make you alert and competitive,
and may even help your performance. Above a certain level, stress can be counter-productive. If
you have difficulty sleeping/concentrating try to overcome your tension by for example:
trying some relaxation therapy/meditation
trying deep breathing
talking to your doctor - but beware of tranquillisers
trying to burn up your nervous energy by physical exercise
remembering the good work you have done so far

On The Day Of The Exam:
There is no reason why you should not do some of (but not an excessive amount) revision the
night before. On the morning of the exam, adopt the following strategies:
distract yourself by reading a paper or listening to the radio
talk to someone about something you are going to do later
avoid stressful situations/arguments
make sure you leave in good time, allowing for unexpected delays
don’t arrive so early that you have time to get nervous/worried
try to avoid getting into conversations with others about details of the course
try to think yourself into a calm and assertive frame of mind ... after all an exam is an
opportunity to display your talent

In The Exam Room:
The following checks should be made:
That you are seated at the correct desk
That you are comfortable and don’t have a “wobbly” desk. If so, ask the invigilator to
reseat you.
That you have brought into the room all equipment you need. If permitted this might
include chocolate or a “nibble” to keep you alert.
That you have been given the correct exam paper.
That you have a means of telling the time.
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Once The Exam Has Started:
You already know how many questions you have to answer in the allotted time. The first thing
you must do is to read the instructions to check that everything is as you expected and have
been prepared for.
Read the whole paper (or sections relevant to you) carefully but quickly. Get an idea if the
questions you hoped for have come up. Don’t worry if at first sight they haven’t as they’ll
almost certainly be there in another form.
Choose questions which suit you best. If you are undecided it can help to briefly scribble
down a mini-plan for the questions. The ones which you can write most about are usually
the best choice.
Keep an eye on the clock to ensure that you are not running over your time ration for each
question.
Remember that in an exam which requires you to answer 4 questions, you will almost
certainly earn more marks for 4 nearly completed ones than for 3 fully completed ones
with one entirely missed out.
If you forget to keep rationing time and find that you have very little time left to answer
the last question, then answer as much as possible in note form. This will earn more marks
than starting on an essay and only getting 2 or 3 paragraphs done.
Don’t be distracted by the invigilator - he/she may patrol between desks or do other things
which are distracting. Ignore him/her.

Order Of Question Answering:
If you are not restricted by the order in which questions must be answered, consider the
following strategy:
Do one of the “average” questions first. You will still be a bit nervous at this stage so don’t
tackle your best question yet.
Now that you are mentally warmed up, have a go at your ‘best’ question.
Now tackle your ‘worst’ question as you will feel confident after having just written your
best answer. Don’t do your worst question last as you may run out of time and do an even
worse job.
Finish with one of your average questions.
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Approach To Each Question:
Once decided on the question you are going to answer, re-read it carefully and underline
key words.
Jot down as quickly as possible in note form all the main points/examples/quotes/
references you might need.
Once your main points are noted down decide on order/sequence of presentation.
Write your actual answer clearly and concisely. The examiner is a stranger who will not
make allowances - your only chance to impress is based on what you write and how you
write it.
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Good Luck With Your
Assessments And Exams!
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